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On ne vous nornme meurtrier que si l' on vous attribue un cadavre precis. 
--To ny Du vert, "Crime," Abecedaire malveillant 
S ti ll only one of a handful of studies of Tony Duvert, the chapter John Phillips d edicates to Recidive in his Forbidden Fictions mi srepresents the late French 
writer 's first novel. Phillips' self-desc ribed "close readin g" ( 15 1) of the work is short­
sighted . To his credit, howe ver, he is the fust to cons ider the "homotextual" aspects of 
thi s "narrative on the loose": he points to its ongoing co nstruction and deconstruction of 
hom osexuali ty; and he traces the mobile nature of identity in the quest for sexual 
experiences that Duvert's shadowy male narrator pieces together (150, 153, 154). But 
Phillips problematically ignores the first publis hed version of Duvert 's work out of 
personal con venience. As a result, hls focusin g exc lusively on the second version, 
published nine years after the 1967 version, which fo r him was "the only o ne avai lab le" 
(219), is exclusionary and simplistic. He overlooks the "promiscuous and abusive 
textuality" flaunted across bo th of Recidive' s published versions (Kennelly 140). Only in 
read ing both of them can one see that in rewriting Recidive, Duvert not only makes his 
work " more readabl e," as reviewer Allen Thiher s uggests (249), but that he broaden s its 
scope. In short and by design , Duvert thereby provides his novel a complex intertextual 
dimension that Phillips and others ha ve overlooked for the recidi vism it rehearses from 
cover to cover as well as betwee n the covers of both of its published versions (Kennelly 
138). 
Bes ides overlooking the intertextual comp lexity of Duvert's work and thus 
mis representing it, Phill ips s hould additionally be taken to task for failin g to recognize 
the importance of intentional and co mprehensive rewriting in Duvert's early wo rks, what 
Cathy Jellenik in her study of three contemporary Fre nch female nove lists deems part of 
an " aesthetics of reiterati on," indeed a modem "obsess ion " (Tripartite 29 4, 32). Despite 
rightly laudi ng Duvert as original, as an "important voice in the current debate on both 
paedophil ia" and "the influence of texts o n sex" ( 172), by overlooking Duvert's 
obsessive practice of rewriting hls texts Phillips mistakenl y se ts Recidive apart; he 
erroneous ly and effectively quarantines it from other early Duvertian works . Whil e 
Recidive does have the di stinction, as Phillips correctly notes, o f being the author' s first 
published work, it is not, as Phlllips misleading ly claims , the only one Duvert 
"consid ered important enough to rewrite" ( 152) . Rather the two published versions o f the 
novel are evid ence of an aggress ively revision ist tactic employed by Duvert in the 1960s 
and 1970s and which to date has escaped critical notice. Had Phillips more closely 
scrut inized Duvert 's early works, he wo uld surely have realized that in addition to 
Recidive Duvert rewrote two additional novels: lnrerdit de sejour, published first in 1969 
and then in a shorter version in 1971 ; and Portrait d 'homme couteau, publ ished- as was 
lnterdit de sejour- tirst in 1969, revisited and reworked, as noted by the author in a 
parenthesis on its final page, both in 1970 and again in 1974, and ultimately republished 
in 1978 in a shorter "version tres remaniee," as Gi lles Sebhan d esc ribes it in his recent 
quasi-autobiographical study of Duvert ( 141 ). 
Beyond drawin g critical attention to the aggress ive revisionism by Duvert in his 
early novels, our focu s here on Portrait d'homme couteau will consider the fo llowing 
question s: How does the 1969 version shed light on the 1978 version? What does 
Duvert 's rewriting of the wo rk reveal about its revision narrative? And how might thi s 
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characteristically transgressive work help us better understand textual evolution in the 
author's " litterature renversante" (Duvert, "Lecture" 13)? 
In a 1969 review of the novel, Andre Dalmas writes in Le Monde that Portrait 
d 'homme couteau evokes both past and presen t, rape and murder: 
c'est Ia transform ation s ubie par Ia notion du temp s romanesque. P rese nt et 
passe, meles dans ce recit, sont en realite, et en meme te mps, le present d ' hier 
et celui d 'aujo urd ' hui , le passe d ' hier et ce lui d'aujourd ' hui ... Le livre est 
I'evocation du vio l et du meurtre d ' une petite fille. ("Revue de presse") 
This is an apt description of the firs t version only. For in the second version, published 
after Dalmas' review, the victim in and of the text is a young boy. Besides obvio us 
differences such as thi s and the fact that the second version is almost exactly half th e 
length o f the first , the way victimhood is fi.rst evoked is notably different in each. The 
rape-murder is a fait accompli from the start of the second version only. By co ntrast, 
from the start of the first version the th.reat of victimhood is importantly textual and 
evoked only paratextually. The lexical "portrait" that is established in the work is framed 
by a haunting epigraph that Duvert borrows fro m a prose poem by Henri M ichatd and 
from which he takes its title. As a decontextuali zed fra gment from Michaux 's " LI ecrit," 
one of forty-two "exorcismes par ruse" (Epreuves 9), the epigraphic " Couteau depuis le 
hau l du front jusqu' au fond de lui-meme, il veille" which precedes Duvert's text proper 
proves both menacing and incomplete . Indeed, it is more menac ing perhaps because it is 
incomplete. Here is M ichaux' s full text: 
11 ecri t... 

Le papier cesse d 'etre papier, petit apetit, devient une longue, longue table s ur 

laquelle vient, dirigee, il le sait, il le sent, il le pressent, Ia victime encore 

inconnue, Ia v ictime eloignee qui lui est devolue. 

II ecrit ..... 

Son oreill e fine , fine, son unique oreille ecoute une onde qui s'en vient , fine , 

fine, et une onde suivante qui s'en va venir d ' un lointain d'age et d 'espace pour 

diri ger, amener Ia victime qui devra se laisser faire. 

Sa main s ' apprete. 

Et lui? Lui , il regarde faire. 

Couteau depui s le haut du front jusqu ' au fond de lui-meme, il veille, pret a 

intervenir, pret a trancher, a decapiter ce qui n'est pas ne serait pas sien, a 

trancher dan s le wagon que I' Univers debordant pousse vers lui , pret a 

decapiter ce qui ne serait pas « SA » victi me .... 

11 ecrit... (Epreuves 11 7-18) 

When re-pl aced in context , read intertextuall y and as part of the Michaudian text from 
which it is exerpted , severed, and which, as Marianne Beguelin notes, could have as its 
own epigraph " De l'ecriture cons ideree comme un assassinat" (Henri Michaux 84 ), this 
ominous and appropriated se ntence fragmen t is a para textual prev iew of victimhood both 
in and by the text. The paper in Michaux's text is transformed through writing, through 
the metamorpho sis of creation , the " torture" of imagination (Stoltzfus, Postmodern 45) 
into the exec utioner 's table on which decapitation is the fate to be met by anybody other 
than the intended victim of the unid entified male scribe. S imilarly, the prose of Duvert ' s 
novel serves as a stage for and ofv iolation- both imagin ed and textual. 
An early theoreti cal te xt by Duvert on his craft positions him very much in 
allegiance with the practitioners of the nouveau roman. If near the beginning of the 
Michaudian text to which the first vers ion ofPortrait d 'homme couteau owes its epigraph 
we see a writer already at work writing, near the beginning of this text, titled " La lecture 
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introuvable," we see an iconified female writer in front of a blank page, poised to put pen 
to anthropomorphized paper: 
Solitair~> une femme de trente ans, elegante ou presque, se tient ass ise a une 
jolie table; derriere elle, une cheminee, qu'ome sfirement un vase de fleurs; a 
sa droite, une lampe ; peut-etre aussi , sur Ia table, une tasse de cafe. Mais 
l'essentiel est son regard , lieu dominant d'une triade expressive : les yeux 
reveurs, le stylo aIa main , les feuilles blanches qui attendent. (3) 
But in the same way that the wr iter' s page in Michaux ' s text is transformed and its 
victims transposed , this idealized image, which for Duvert " [fait] apparaitre Ia litterature 
comme Ia magie d'un Verbe qui se transforme en or" (3 -4), will quickly be dismantled, 
distorted. What thi s writer will produce, what will be narrated in her text will predictably 
be unoriginal, repetitive and trad itional. Prosaic pastiche, Balzacian balderdash, it will 
amount to little more than "ordre, coherence, decence, hierarchies, chronologie et 
censures[... ) Ia replique textueUe de Ia societe et de l' homme qu ' elle engendre" (6). Like 
many of his contempo raries , Duvert takes issue with this idealized aesthetic mould in 
wh ich brainwashed generations of readers believe that in literature " les ratages, les 
incoherences, les contradictions, les blancs et les marginalia" have no place, are merey 
flaws, symptomatic of"fiction mal faite" (9). In the "acceptable" literary currency of the 
time, conformity and a strict adherence to reali st norms are de rigueur: 
le roman conformiste est conformisant et reparateur, il offre achac un un fictif 
qui remet sur pied le ree l tlottant et le justifie en montrant que tout homme et 
tout acte y ont leur place, leur role, leur sens, leur recit [ ... ] [Cela] montre 
combien, dans un univers aussi subtilement police, ecrire et lire soot une meme 
ecoute de l'ordre ( I 0). 
As did others whose works appeared in print under the auspices of Jerome Lindon 's 
Edition s de Minuit, Duvert thought it essential to escape this hackneyed, sterile 
" litterature d ' instituteur," which for him was no better than parody: "les succedanes, des 
ancetres ou des fragments du grand recit bourgeois" (6). The process of freeing the novel, 
"pierre philosophale [ ... ] [qui] represente Ia litterature" (4) from its conformist shackles 
proves ultimately for Duvert to be two-pronged: unwriting, rewriting: unwriting by 
rewriting. For Duvert, writin g will therefore ultimately be to undo by redoing: 
La premiere des liberations, et peut-etre Ia seule qui importe, est done de 
desecrire les forme s du s ujet, de son corps, de son desir, de sa violence, et de 
reecrire ce que le langage en a tu-meme si ce devait etre leur inexistence. 
Cette tache aventureuse peut delivrer Ia parole et celui qui pa rle ; « le sexe et Ia 
drogue », comme disent les joumaux, contribuent sans doute a Ia desecriture ; 
mais on ne vo it que !' art qui reecrira . Double condition pour que le reel social 
cesse de demeurer au sein meme de celui qui le re fuse-en son desir, sa 
perception, sa jouissance. ( 15-16, emphasis added) 
The "desecriture" at the heart of and cutting a definitive path through Portrait d 'homme 
couteau is revealed , for example, in the myriad sequences riddling it with unexpected 
blank spaces, jarring syntax, sentence fragments, narrative alternatives, ironic preci sions, 
and editorializing. In typ ical nouveau roman style, generative theme s in this work are 
privi leged over the conventional literary norms of plot, s uspense, and character (Sto ltfus 
114). ln th is "rape fantasy redux," we fo llow-albeit difficultly- a shadowy older man as 
he sp ies upo n and stalks prepubescent girls through windows, doors, and railings, 
before-or is it after?-entrapping, raping and killing one--or is it several?-of them. 
Her (their?) muti lated body (bodies?) is (are?) left to rot in the sun or as carrion to be 
devoured by a voracious raptor which in one part of the text falls dead from the sky but, 
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through the miracle o r illogic of textual recombination, is ultimate ly resurrected. 
Incoherent, hesitant, starting and stopp in g, such sequences reveal the " pul verization" of 
reality in the work (Stoltzfus, "Aesthetics" 108), as well as what Lynn Higgins and 
Brenda Silver have demonstrated elsewhere to be the "complex intersections" ofrape and 
representation ("Rereading" I). 
Despite their being part of an already discontinuous text, one whose logic is violated 
(Stoltzfus 11 5) through aleatory associations or subversive bricolages (To loudis 27), and 
in which the rape-murder is never actually described but inscribed yet rendered 
inco mprehensible because the "event" is fragmented or scatte red (Higgins 308), several 
o btuse sequences still stand out syntactically in Duvert's prose. A series of 
impressionistic images-wind on a knife, dampness in the nighttime air, a broken cup 
from a young girl's tea set, and which is one of the thematic codes symbo lica lly 
representing the violation that has been suppressed from the "story" per se (Higgins 308), 
evidence furthermore of the work 's " rhetori c of elision" (Hi ggins and Si lver 5)-is, for 
example, fo llowed by a jarring and trip le staccato 
des yeux clairs un visage voisin ils etaient Ia (76 , spaces intentional)., 
It is set apart not only by its odd syntax and because it stands alone on the page but by the 
spaces between its parts and which p unctuate it. 
Yet no matter how disrupti ve, such sequences are still readable. They man age 
someho w to harbor sense: the face could, after all, be one of many; or the eyes co uld be 
his. By contrast, other portions of Duvert's text resemble the seemingly bombed-out 
manor that is haunted by the elusive "bomme couteau." Mere lexical ruin s, they are 
fragments cut off from the textual who le, floating signifiers in an already disturbed and 
disturbingjumble of words. 
Take, for instance, the followin g piece which is also unus uall y set apart and whose 
in completion is punctuated apostrophically. It follows a series of paragraphs that appear 
to depict in a small garden the essence-less and empty " cardboard figure" (Stoltzfus Ill ) 
that is the novel's anti-protagonist. Whereas an apo strophe typicall y joins or marries 
vowe ls thro ugh the omission of one of them, here the apo stroph e unwri tes, indeed 
suspends any possibili ty for marriage: 
Assis, les mains jointes entre les jambes, Ia main 
droite recouvre la main gauche, Ia serre 
chaque rue a disparu il est face au mur, riche en 
decoration, tab leaux, portraits photographiques, gra­
vures, tapi sse ries, etageres a bibelots curieux 
tandis qu ' au-dehors, I' {1 16) 
This sentence that begins with and emphas izes uni on---:ioined, covered, held hands-and 
ends with rupture-the definite article withou t the referent- is moreover fo llowed and 
called into question by the fragme nt on the page beside it: 
ou 
cela ne se peut pas ( 117) 
Is the "au-dehors" the referent for the "o u"? Does the demo nstrative "cela" refer to what 
has just been articulated ? Or should we understand it in the context of-and thus 
contrad icted by-the po ss ibilities on the page followin g it, by what appears sti ll to come, 
to be imagined, sketched, represented: "Cela se peut tracer, representer encore" ( 11 8)? 
Like these elusive motifs, these merely "textual" and never "referential" (Smith 348) 
Duvertian strands , other sentences of the narrative are suspend ed half-way through then 
taken up again a paragraph or more after being left in limbo. This sequence, for instance, 
in which a sentence is suspended dramatically in its middl e only to be taken up again one 
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paragraph later, follows anoth er impressionistic and in complete image of what may be 
the dessicated body of the-a?- rape-murder victim and wh ich, like her partially 
deco mposed body, is missing a crucial part of itself ("le lourd ete lui a vo le sa peau, ses 
membres, ses organes. Des chemins montants, caravanes, poids lourds, femmes au 
chapeau de paille qui ont", 142): 
II a fa it quelques pas su ivants une diago nale de Ia 
piece, qui est totalement vide. 
IJ a marche vers Ia table. Elle est aIa hauteur de 
son entrejambe, appuyee au mur ou se dessine Ia 
fenetre. 
11 marche jusqu'au mili eu 
II j ette par terre Ia tasse qui se brise; une flaque 

de liquide noir, si rupeux. II approche une main du 

robinet; !'autre main, desso us, tient une tasse. EUe 

se remplit d 'eau. 

de Ia piece et s'asseoit au bord de Ia tab le; it 

all onge les jambes et soutient ses pieds en les posant 

sur le divan. ( 143) 

Its fragme ntary nature punctuated and rehearsed by the noun " milieu," wh ich temporari ly 
and spatially suspends it, this sentence is completed one paragrap h later (" II marche 
jusq u'au milieu" joinin g "de Ia piece[... )"). 
Other sections of Duvert's novel reveal sentence fragments with neither begi nnings 
nor apparent ends, as if suspended. Paragraphs separate them , dramatize their 
incompletion and seem sometime s contradictory, sometimes corrective, sometimes 
conciliatory. A seq uence from the no vel's second-last page is a case in point: 
rien d'autre, it n'y a aucune maison au-dessus 
pluto t, un edifice de boi s, ou bati avec les maigres 
pierres de cette campagne 
sur le toit, des ardo ises minutieusement imbri­
quees qu ' on a fait venir de Ia Loire 
le long des murs, tout contre, de grands arbres 
d esseches, effi loches co mme de viei lles perches a 
haricot 
rien d 'autre, Ia meme chose, tout semblable ( 189) 
This iro nic textual self-correction ("p lutot") in a text that is characterized by vagueness 
and instabi lity proves to be a pro saic ploy that Duvert repeats mul tip le times. It further 
complicates, co mpounds, if not aggravates the textual se lf-questioning, the shifting, 
uncertain nature of the novelistic who le and proves to be a hallmark of his early 
experimental works. Lndeed, criss-crossing Duvert's entire nove l are scenes that are self­
contradictory, rewritten as though to undo o r "unwrite" what has come before. 
Suggesting narrati ve unreliab ility or textual instability, such scenes ar e juxtaposed with 
othe r sequences in whic h a narrat ive presence tries to emerge, to suggest at least the 
po ss ibili ty-some semblance of-<lirection , certain ty or preci sion in an otherwise 
unreliable textual wasteland . 
In fact, from the very first page of the novel, narrative indeterminacy is estab lished 
as a given. This is underlined in multiple ways. First, by a haphazard s hifting of tenses, 
present to past, back to pre sent: " it ti ent," "il !eve," " it a fait ," " it a marche," "it marche" 
(9). Simil arly, co lo rs are never fixed: "II a marche vers Ia tab le, de bois blanc, ou 
98 Brian G. Kenne lly 
jaumitre" (9). Furtb e m1ore, what appears beyo nd repair is a few sentences further in the 
text presented, or represented in perfect state: " Ayant sorti Ia tasse, il Ia laisse tomber; 
elle se brise [ ... ] 11 a pproche un e main du robinet e t, d esso us, !' autre main , qui tient Ia 
tasse se rempiissant d ' eau" (9). Moreover, a kn ife that cannot be stuck in the plaster of a 
wall is a few paragrap hs even furth er on firml y stuck there: "II prend ce couteau et le 
plante dans le mur face a lui , le couteau ne tient pas dans le platre, laisse une blessure et 
tombe; non par terre, mais sur Ia table [ .... ] II saisit le co uteau et essaie d e l'arracher du 
mur. II n'y parvient pas, bi en qu ' il tire sur le man ch e avec ses deux mains [ .... )" (10-1 1 ). 
Likewise, a bathtub can at the same time be full and empty: " [ ... ] l'eau coule dans Ia 
baignoire [ ... ]le debit du robinet a ugn1ente. La baignoire est vide [ ... .]" ( 12). Or water can 
be both hot and cold : " L' eau se n!chauffe [ ... ] L'eau est froide [ .... ] " ( 12- 13). By th e same 
token, night can be d ay: " [ ... ] une chute g laciale d 'eau nocturne[...] So us le sole i!, plein 
midi [ .... ]" (22-23). Just as illogically, a door can be missing a hand le but also have a 
handle: " La poignee exterieure a ete retiree [.. . ] L 'ampoule, brisee aussi, so rt deux 
antennes mortes, tordues, d ' un j aune un peu plus so utenu que celui de Ia poignee de Ia 
porte, d ' un metal tres pale et poli par les mains [ .... )" (25). 
As though battl ing with themselves, these sequences of impossibility are further 
juxtaposed with seq uences where reliability, stability seems at least a possi bility. 
Pe ppering, as though to ground, thi s "narrative on the loose" (Phillips 154) are ad verbial 
assurances, last-d itch efforts by a quas i-omnisc ient, but mostly abse nt narrator to rein 
things in, to reground the text by unwriting, rewriting it: "precisement" (2 0), "en veri te" 
(24), " plut6t" (25), "sans doute" (35, 150), "a dire v rai" (37), "do ne" {120), and 
" certainement" ( 150). 
Of course, many of these techniques are neither unique to thi s novel nor to Duvert, 
who because he is " firml y rooted in the nouveau roman" (Benderson 8), is not, literarily 
speaki ng, any diffe rent from those of the other nouveaux romanciers ( Robbe-Grillet, 
"What" 98). What makes Duvert 's early novels co mpelling, however, is how this 
" unwriting," how mutila tion of and in the work is further complicated by rewriting b oth 
within each and across each vers ion of it. Marguerite Duras, hi s lite rary conte mporary, 
for example, might comp uls ive ly rewrite, rewo rk her texts for di fferent ge nres; think, for 
exampl e of Le Square or L 'Amante anglaise, which were first novels then plays, or 
L 'Amant, which was a novel in w hich she rewrote Un Barrage contre le Pacifique, which 
itse lf was then adapted fo r film by Jean-Jacques Annaud, then rewritten, " re-vis ioned," as 
L 'Amant de Ia Chine d u nord (Angelini). Whe reas Duvert unwrites and the n rew rites his 
works always for and wi th in the same genre. Sentences and enti re paragraphs ar e copied, 
transposed, moved, broken up, unwritten, reworked in being rewritten within and 
between both vers ion s of the novel. 
The seco nd vers ion of the work, published, as we have noted , witho ut the 
Michaudian e pig raph , is only 94 pages in length , compared to the first, whi ch is 190 
pages. It is narrated in the first person rath er than the third perso n. We have also observed 
tha t whereas for much of the first vers ion the ra pe-murder--or murd ers?-is only a 
n arrative possibili ty, obsessively inscribed in but al so ob sessively erased in the text 
(Higgi ns and Si lve r 2), the rape-murder--one of several?-is a fait accompli from the 
very first paragraph of th e second. The novel ope ns with the desc ription of a mutilated 
body ofa little boy: 
Un corps de gar9onne t est etendu dans l' herbe. 
Son bas-ventre parait mutile, mais le sang qu i 
mouille penis et testicules vient d ' une longue hie s­
s ure o uverte pres du nombril. 
II fai t nuit e t il pleut. (7) 
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Besides these obvious differences between the two versions of the novel, there are also 
simil ari ties between them. Entire sections seem very nearly repeated , preserved in toto. 
Take, for instance, this sequence in wbicb the mutilated, decomposing body, the 
corp oreal deformation at the heart of the text mirrors the rhetorical and physical 
disfi guratio n (Higgins and Silver 4 ), the self-destructive, sel f-m utilatory narration 
contextualizing, framing, and reframing it: 
Le corps se deplie et s'etend, ses cellules explo sent 

et coulent, il augmente lentement comm e un fretus 

vient amaturite. Na issance dan s l' herbe le cadavre 

grandit. (83 , fi rst publi shed version) 

Al&eit identi ca lly worded, up on closer in spection, however, thi s sequence that portrays 
the la id-out body of the-a?-victirn is different in an important regard: the way it- as 
text- is laid out on the printed page. Not only is this body diffe rent, pres umably the body 
o f the littl e boy fro m the opening paragraph in the second version and no t that o f the littl e 
girl o f the fir st, but the way it is presented , represented, unwritten in its rewr itten form on 
the page rehearses its differe nce. Preceded by the fragment "presque rien apresent" (48) 
on the same page and above it, the first sentence of the seq uence is posi tioned di fferently. 
The verb "exploser" is cut in two by a hyphen as tho ugh in the second version furth er to 
dramatize visually the breaking apart o f organi c matter it ostensibly describes : 
Le corps se d ep lie et s' etend, ses cell ules explo ­

sent et coulent, il augmente Jentement comrne un 

fretus vient amaturite. Naissance dans l' herbe le 

cadavre grandit. (48, second published version) 

In addition to incorporating sectio ns very nearly mirroring the ir original versions, 
in the seco nd publi shed version of Portrait d 'homme couteau Duvert more o bviously 
reproduces sections that be adju sts only slightly. A plural d efinite article and 
co rrespond ing plural verb form and adjective, fo r instance, might s ubstitute for a s ingular 
definite art icle and si ngle verb form and adjective and vice-versa as in the foll owing 
sequence where "Jour de sommeil. La rue est gristf!. Les chiens n'aboient pas [ .... ]" in the 
second publi shed version (35 , emphasis added) takes the place of the origin al " Jour de 
somme il. Les rues sont grises. Un chien n'aboie pas [ .... ]" (98 , emphasis added). 
Similarly, mino r textual revision can be observed nea r the end o f the second version of 
the novel. What in the first version reads as 
et de lourdes grappes de pucerons, peut-t~tre , 

comme un manchon noir, grouillant, au reflet bleu 

d 'acier, qui enserre Ia tige des dahlias-ils conti­

nuent a j aillir de leurs tubercules, pour personne, 

fl eur Ia ide ce niais visage de quatorze juillet- le 

long des tiges, et sous Jes Jo ngues feuill es vertes, 

vulgaires, d ' immobiles pucerons, Je rostre pique dans 

les canaux d u vegetal, Ia, sur un e plate-band e aban­

d onnee [ .... ] ( 189-9 0, first published version) 

is still recogni zable in the seco nd : 
et d e lourdes g rappes de puceron s, peut-t!tre, un 

manchon d ' insectes noirs, au refl et violace, q ui cou­

vre Ia tige des dahli as 

le long des tiges et sous les gro sses feuill es vert 

cru , des milliers de pucerons imrnobil es, rostre 

pique dans les canaux du vegetal, Ia, s ur une plate­
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bande negligee [ .... ] (94, second published version) 
Here the eli.mination of a few words, "cornrne," " in sec tes," "grouillant," "ble u d 'acie r," 
or the entire "-ils continuent a j aillir de leurs tuberculoses, pour personne, fleur !aide ce 
niai s visage du quatorze juillet-" ( 189) does not substantive ly modify the text, however. 
Yet in other secti ons, Duvert seems substanti vely to rework his text. Beyond the 
shift in narrative perspective in the second versio n and the change of sex of the rape­
murder v ictim-or v ictims?-, there are shi fts in logic and agent that confirm the work's 
wid ely ranging and contradictory nature (Smi th 347). A bathtub in the first version 
beco mes a stream in the second. Or a bleeding hand is in the first version of the novel due 
to a knife cut, whereas in the second, it is due to a bird: 
[ ... ] 11 a j ete ce couteau par terre . Le couteau 

ne s'est pas plante, mai s s'est heurte aux cailloux 

silencieux cene nuh-la. Sous le choc Ia viro le a tourne 

et Ia lame s'est rabattue vers le rnanche, avec lequel 

elle a forme un angle aigu. 

Cet angle pince sur un doigt le sang coule [ .... ] (22, first pubHshed version) 
becomes in the second version: 
La lame de ce couteau peut se replier dans une 

rainure du man che; les enfants en gardent tou­

jours un sembl ab le dans leur poche, pour couper 

ou tailler des choses, jo uer a le lancer sur un 

tronc , une porte, ou par terre. Si !'articulation du 

manche avec Ia lame est trop Iache, le couteau a 

tendance a se refermer sous les chocs pluto t qu'a se 

pl anter: c'est alors un mauvais couteau, dange­

reux , qui se transforme sans cesse en bee d'oiseau 

aggressif. 

Ce bee pince un doigt et le sang coule. (39-40, second published version) 
In the same way that a knife is trans formed into the beak of a voracious bird in the 
rewritten version, entire sections are transposed, s uch as the sequence at the start o f the 
second , revealing the rape-murder of the victim-one of several?-as a g iven. Other 
passages are po sitioned differently in the sequencing of the text, corning ea rlier o r later in 
the second version. But they are broken up . Mutilated textually not only within versions 
but across them to come both before and after, they thereby suggest dislocation to be key 
within Duvert's literary project of unwriting and rewriting. Hence a scene in which the 
o ld male pedophile-murderer considers a hair in the fir st version of the novel is broken up 
and decontextualized in the sec ond: 
Parmi les herbes brille une meche de chevaux chii­

tains aux refle ts d ores, tres fms a caresser. E lle est 

lacee d ' un ruban bleu et or. Les cheve ux so nt frais, 

mais leur parfum est d'un fond d'armoire: naphta­

line, fleurs d e lavande dans un sachet d 'etarnine, 

vieux cui r aux fragrances de bal. 

La meche est so uillee de terre par dessous. lila 

gratte de l'ongle, mais une tache humid e et mate Ia 

so uille encore. (73, first published versio n) 

In the second version, the lock ofhair is blood, not chestnut. We also learn earlier on that 
it is encrusted with soil. Similarly, it is not only observed by the pedophile-murderer as 
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we see in thi s third-person narration, but is picked up by the first-person narrator- his 
own hair blowing in the wind at the same time: 
[ ... ] parmi les 
herbes h rill e une meche de che veux blonds, dores, 
tres fin s acaresse r; je Ia ra masse; elle est souillee 
de terre par dessous. Je me releve, le vent d eplace 
contre mes yeux une meche de rna propre chevelure. ( 15-1 6, second published 
version) 
In the second version, however, Duvert transposes this description with a later one from 
the .first. The lock of hair that in the first version has presumabl y been pre served from the 
dehd victim is in the second version still on the victim-to-be's head, still very much part 
of a whole. As s uch, it is sti ll to be co llected , and the sequence describing it is cut in two, 
disrupted: 
L'enfant a grimpe sur les hautes claies du bucher. 

Ses genoux touch ent Ia charpente du toit, sont 

genes par une solive ou un clou est plante tete en 

bas. II tire sur ce clou et le jette au loin, dans 

les detritus qui parsement le sol. 

Ses cheveux sont frais, mais leur parfum est 
d ' un fond d 'arrnoire : naphtaline, fleurs de lavande 
dans un sachet d 'etamine , vieux cuir aux fragrance s 
de bal. Je les a i mis al'abri entre les pages d'un 
livre, comme une fleur sechee-et, comme une 
fleur, je les respire, les touche , les expose au 
so lei!, les lace d ' un ruban bleu; ruban et cheveux 
forment un objet desuet, singulier, vaguement ridi­
cu le, qu e je range pour ne plus le voir. (34-5, second published version) 
Leon Roudiez notes that while shaky, the relationship between text and referent is still 
recogni zable in Recidive. Yet in Portrait d'homme couteau thi s tenuous relationship is 
more in confl ict with it ("Is" 156). It is clear, though , that in Portrait d 'homme couteau 
Duvert is also repeatin g many of the textual strategies he employs in Recidive. Indeed , 
both versions of both novels are foil s for a strategy of subversion in wh ich unwriting is a 
precursor for and basis for rewriting. Expanding upon techniques of the New Novel 
typically appl ied withi n a sing le versio n of a work, unwriting in Duvert ' s novels is 
exemplified through rewriting across versions o f a work. 
But having mastered this technique in and across the version s of his early prose 
works, Duvert predictably tires of it and chan ges textual strategies in his subsequent 
works. Thus the homotextua l vio lence that defines his early prose gives way to a 
marked ly more traditional style of writing. Havin g observed in his review of the 1979 
novel, L 'ile atlantique, that Duvert used the narrative techniques of the nouvea u roman to 
explore new realms, reminding one of what the novels of Jean Ge net might be were they 
rewritten by the like s of Robb e-Grillet, Thiher notes that in this later and more "readable" 
novel portraying the world of childhood Duvert has "reverted to fairl y traditional 
moderni st techniques." He wonders whether the novelist has somehow tired of the 
"excessive experimentation " that characteri.zes the New Novel, whether in Duvert's 
earlier works he ultimate ly reached a limit and needed to change course (" L'ile" 595). 
Echo ing Thiher, Bruce Benderson also points to the "conventional rea lism" of Duvert' s 
later no vels. Beyond thematic changes, the absence of the sadistic element-raped, 
tortured, and murd ered young victims- in Duvert's later works underscores what Edward 
Brongersma surmi ses to be the author 's coming to terms with hi s inner pedophilic 
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tendencies (I 06). This change in narrati ve style, from experimental to traditional, is, 
Brongersma suggests, a result of Duvert's having written his two unabashedly polemical 
works of non-fiction, Le Bon sexe illustre ( 1974), in which he exposes the repressive 
rh etoric of sexual education in France, and L 'Enfant au masculin (1980), in which he 
argues in favor of the unfettered sexual liberty ofhomosexual minors: 
It's as if the experience of writing non-fiction has showed him the importance 
of expressing his ideas as clearly as possible, and as he looked back on his 
experimenta l past as a dialogue w ith himself. From th en on, his writings would 
be turned o utward , more overtly political and much more accessible. (9) 
Duvert addresses thi s shift in narratological stance in a 1979 Liberation interview with 
Guy Hocq uenghem and Marc Yoline. Embracing once more a classical s tyle of writing, 
rejecting marginalization through, or because of, forma l experimentation-"la lecture 
introuva ble" for "Ia lecture trouvable" or " retrouvable"-Duvert explains: 
Je m' interesse de plus en plus a ce que les choses que j 'ecris puissent etre 
entendues, j e ve ux dire d emarginalisees. Autrement dit, ecrivant des choses qui 
par elles memes se sont tout a fait marginalisees par l' ideologie, qu 'au rhoins 
leur mode d 'expression soit tel que 9a circule. 
More stridently, aggressively militant in his views on childhood sexuality, man-boy 
relationships, a militant, abusive textuality is no longer the context, the creative avenue 
Duvert favors in his later works. The means of expression that he invented and perfected 
for himself- unwriting through rewriting-and which we see showcased in hi s early 
prose works such as Recidive and Portrait d'homme couteau is no longer apt for the 
social criticism on which he embarks in his later years: 
je n'y crois plus pour moi-meme. Je l' ai fait, oui. Mais mon but a change, il est 
devenu beaucoup plus politique, rec herche d ' une action sur autrui. Mais une 
action en tant que romancier [.. . ] si j'ai besoin de moyens qu' on peut appeler 
tradirionnels, c'est parce que j e parte d'autres choses. Ce ne soot plus du tout 
les memes sortes d ' individus; les memes sortes de personnages, les memes 
sortes de situations. Et a cbaque chose ses moyens. II est impossible d e mettre 
en scene comme je l'ai fa it des petites famili es bourgeoises, ouvrie res, 
paysannes etc ... tout 9a ensemble dans le meme paquet, en ecrivant comme j 'ai 
ecrit lnrerdit de sejour, par exe mple. Ca n'est pas faisable. Mais je ne les ai pas 
brutes, mes bouquins d ' avant. Its soot Ia enfm, pourquo i en faudrait- il en p lus? 
II y a des tres bons romanciers qui se sont contentes d 'ecrire deux o u trois 
li vres dans leur vie. Moi c'est mon onzieme bouquin, j e co mmence a avoir 
besoin d ' une certaine di versite. Pourquoi faudrait-il que j e fasse des duplicats? 
("Non" 16) 
In so moving beyond a mere duplication of th e textual strategies employed, "packaged" 
in his early works, Duvert would appear also to be turning from rewritin g of, within, and 
across versio ns of his novels. Is this third rewritten work that he chooses to mention, to 
represent his early literary concern, thi s work first written after Recidive and rewri tten 
before Portrait d'homme couteau, really " exemplary," though? Is lnterdit de sejour 
ultimately the lynchp in of a creative cul-de-sac? Or does it with the two other rewritten 
novels by Duvert mark a turning point fo r Duvert? With the author's reuvre--in all of its 
"di versity"-having been defined by his death in 2008, it seems timely for critics to give 
these questio ns, and all of the bras h mil itantism his reuvre flaunts both te~'tUally in ear ly 
years and rh etoricall y in later o nes, the full attention they deserve. 
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